
























































Registered Professional Geologist Application (Non-
refundable)  $95.00

Geologist In Training Application (Non-refundable)
$50.00

Registered Professional Geologist Registration fee - biennially
$130.00

Geologist In Training Enrollment fee - biennially
$100.00

CONCLUSION

With the passage of the Geologic Practice Actof 1997, Missis-
sippi joins the growing number of states which legislatively
recognize the significance of professional geologic registra-
tion for those whose job or practice may impact the public’s
health, safety, and welfare (Figure 2). The real winners who will
ultimately benefit from this Act are the citizens of the State of
Mississippi.

Thenewly appointed Mississippi State Board of Registered Professional Geologists after their swearing-in ceremony held July 10,
1997. From lefttorightare Les Aultman, Charles Swann, Rick Ericksen (President), John Green (Vice President), and Darrel Schmitz,
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THE SCIENCE OF EXTINCT AND MEG:
TWO BOOKS, TWO SOUTHERN WRITERS, ONE IDEA

David T. Dockery II1
Mississippi Office of Geology

Charles Wilson of Brandon, Mississippi, and Steve Alten of
southern Florida have published successful novels Extinct
and Meg in the same year (May and July, respectively.of [997)
and on the same idea. Giant sharks, of a species thought to be
extinct, Carcharodon megalodon, rise from deep ocean
trenches to terrify people like us. The sharks of Alten’s Meg
wreak havoc in the Pacific realm, while those of Wilson's
Extinct terrify residents along Mississippi’s own gulf coast
(not that this will prejudice my review).

The occurrence of Carcharodon megalodon teeth in the
Miocene and Pliocene sediments of the Atlantic and Gulf
coastal plains inspired Alten to write and may have influenced
Wilson as well. Sam McGahey, an archeologist with the
Mississippi Department of Archives and History, and 1 re-
cently examined a large, about 3,000-year-old, Indian effigy
stone ofa C. megalodon tooth, showing thateven Mississippi’s
aboriginal population was awed by such teeth. These large
teeth also held the attention of seventeenth-century Europe,
where they were called glossopetra, or stone tongues (glossa,
Latin from Greek for tongue; petra, Latin from Greek forrock)
for their tongue-like shape.

Both Wilson and Alten may also have been encouraged
by the success of Michael Crichton’s Jurassic Park, which
brought dinosaurs into human contact. The back cover of
Alten’s Meg reads: “Two Words: Jurassic Shark™ (Jurassic
Jaws ismore like it).

The following review of Extinct and Meg was inspired by
another review in whichascienceclass, afterreading “Bakker's
Field GuidetoJurassic Park Dinosaurs” (Bakker, 1993), watched
a video of Jurassic Park and made notes of those things they
believed to be less than scientifically accurate (Vitale et al.,
1996). For comparison with the students’ observations, pro-
fessional comments concerning the movie’s inaccuracies were
solicited over the Internet. The professionals’ list of flaws, as
published in the American Paleontologist (Bennington, 1996),
was both educational and entertaining; some flaws were hilari-
ous, It should be noted here that a critique of science in a
science-fiction novel is more like a roast than a review.

*A book may be very amusing with numerous errors, or it
may be very dull without a single absurdity.”

—Oliver Goldsmith

So, the following are areas in which Exunct and Meg fail
to pass muster with me, a paleontologist. A successfulnovelist
should create a believable universe, or, for the science-fiction
writer, believable science. Both Extinet and Meg deal with
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scientific problems in their openings. In Extinct, a dog senses
danger in the shallow bay waters of the Pascagoula River, an
embayment along the Mississippi coastline, just before two
young boys are swallowed alive by a 30-foot Carcharodon
megalodon (a small one), which we'll refer to simply as
megalodon. The shark, of course, leaves one hand behind for
evidence. So, how does a 30-foot shark sneak up on kids ina
shallow bay? Wilson sees the problem here but notes the low
visibility of the muddy bay waters.

Wilson’s second problem is how to get an ocean-going
shark to find the Pascagoula River an interesting place. He
handles this by noting that modern bull sharks inhabit brackish
riverenvironmentsand then utilizes what we don’tknow about
the extinct megalodon as license for his novel. A shark expert
may not buy this explanation, but Wilson gets an A for
acknowledging and trying to address these difficulties. 1 also
give him an A for having his manuscript’s scientific content
reviewed by paleontologist and oceanographer Dean Dunn of
the University of Southern Mississippi (as acknowledged in
the book).

The opening of Meg takes us 70 million years back in time
where we find a megalodon attacking, ofall things, a Tyranno-
saurus rex! Eating the titan of Jurassic Park would be one up
on Michael Crichton’s novel, but could it happen? 1 don't
doubt that a megalodon could bring down a 7. rex i coastal
waters, butthe twospecies were separated by at least 50 million
yearsof geologictime. The tyrannosaurs became extinctan the
end of the Cretaceous Period 65 million years ago, and the first
megalodons didn’tappear until the Middle Miocene Epoch 15
million yearsago.

Tyrannosaur and megalodon fossils are separated by a
thick stratigraphic section, including all of the Oligocene,
Eocene, and Paleocene series. Mississippi Office of Geology
Circular 4 (Manning and Dockery, 1992) is a publication on
Cretaceous shark teeth, and nothing close to a megalodon is
there. The fact that Meg’s plot works is a testimony to our lack
of'scientific literacy. No one with scientific credentials is listed
as a reviewer in the book's acknowledgments. Wilson's
Extinct also stumbles over the megalodon’s geologic range,
but it does so in less spectacular manner with only a short note
citing the range as Triassic to Pleistocene. In both books. this
mistake amounts to geologic misinfaormation.

I'would like to know the sources for the authors™ misinfor-
mation on the megalodon’s range. For the most up-to-date
information on the correct range, I called fossil megalodon
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expert Bob Purdy with the U.S. National Museum (at which time
I was embarrassed to find that I was mispronouncing the
creature’sname: it's me-gal’-o-don, not meg '-a-lo-don). The
megalodon’s range is from the Middle Miocene 15 million
years ago to the Early Pleistocene | million years ago. Some
teeth on the abyssal ocean floor have been cited as Late
Pleistocene, but this is debated.

The megalodons of Extinct and Meg have their own
personalities. In Extinct, these sharks are dangerous to people
but nurturing to their own kind and show considerable intelli-
gence. The reader gets a warm and fuzzy feeling for these
endangered creatures and may tend to overlook their dastardly
deeds, even to the point of pulling for the sharks w! en they are
indistress. In Meg, the megalodaons are cold-blooded (no pun
meant, as sharks are, of course, cold blooded) killers who
devour their own mates and offspring (pups) it given the
chance. Alten is closer to reality on this one.

There is one problem which both writers have dealt with
in the same way. How have such large sharks escaped notice
ifthey are not extinct? Both writers have them tucked away in
deep oceanic trenches. In Extinct, pollution and depletion of
food supply are suggested as reasons for the shark’s return to
shallow water. Once out of the trenches, the megalodons visit
their “supposed™ ancestral stomping grounds in the Gulf of
Mexico somewhat like salmons returning to the place of their
birth to spawn. Of course for the megalodon, the recovered
memory is one genetically suppressed over millions of years
and many generations.

In Meg, the sharks live in a “tropical™ layer on the trench
floor. which is warmed by hydrothermal vents. The shatksare
trapped in this layer by six miles of freezing cold water above
them. A female escapes the “tropical™ layer through the warm
blood stream of its mate, which is towedto the surface by a boat
cable. Alten’s “tropical” layer does not exist in reality, and it
is quite a stretch to get us to believe the slightly-warmer-than-
sea-water blood ofa40-foot, 30,000-pound shark is sufficient
to make asix-mile-long corridor to safety for its even larger 55-
foot-long, 40,000-pound mate. The way we know ofthis escape
is that the main character witnesses it from his submersible! No
onesees that far in the dark abyss, even if “meg™ is luminescent.

In Extinct, the megalodon invades not only the freshwater
of the Pascagoula Riverbut. in hot pursuit of terrified Kids. flops
into the shallows, wallowing out its own channel much as an
alligator in the Florida everglades! Is no place safe? I can
remember a comedy routine on Saturday Night Live concern-
ing “land sharks.” New York residents were cautioned to check
before answering theirdoor. Sharks mustkeep movingto bring
oxygenated water across their gills or they will suffocate. |
doubtalarge shark would purposely mooritselfin the shallows
in pursuit of prey. Also the body mass of a stranded 30-foot
shark would behave differently than that of Florida’s walking
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catfish, which can flop from pond to pond.

This last thought brings me to an obvious problem in both
books—how many times can a shark bang its head against a
boatat full speed withouthurting itself. Or, for that matter, how
many collisions can it survive with the steel hull of a nuclear
submarine? In Meg, it was the submarine that sank!

The female megalodon in Meg eats too much, even if
carrying unborn triplets. Devouring fourteen whales in sev-
enty-two hours and topping them off with a few surfers would
be some kind of record. Alten prepares us for this by warning
that the shark will have a higher metabolism in warm surface
waters. But what about that hot “tropical” layer in the trench?
The megalodons in Extinct eat in moderation, but their kin
grow with the story from 30-footers, to 50-footers, and then to
apairof200-footers! The latter paireat nothing that weare told
of. They must really be hungry.

The mystique of the extinct shark is treated differently by
the writers. In Extinct, the mystique lives on as we encounter
the beasts but are left without hard, specimen evidence. In
Meg, specimens are obtained; the mystique is broken. Meg
ends like a King Kong movie gone berserk, or as Snoopy (the
Peanuts character) wrote in his one-line novel: “Suddenly, itall
happened.”

Among the science of Extinct and Meg are miracles of
Biblical proportion. Extinctincludesa Lazarus shark, and Meg
has aJonah forits main character. The science of Megalso errs,
of all things, in its geology! There has been no subduction at
Monterey Bay, California. And, even if there had been, the
North American plate would not have subducted to form the
Monterey Bay Canyon “gorge.” Submarine canyons are
formed by turbidity currents flowing downhill from the conti-
nental shelf, not by subduction as are oceanic trenches.

Both novels are good reads, especially for those of us
interested in extinct creatures. They also provide a service in
exposing the reading public to paleontology and the Earth’s
geologic past. The foul-mouthed wife of the main character in
Meg made the reading less pleasant forme—notabook to read
to children. Of course the language is probably setting her up
for shark bait (a note I made while halfway through the book).
You'll have toread it to see if 'm right. If Alten snuffs out all
his cussing characters, maybe he's giving a moral here. My
congratulations go to Wilson for faring better in the language
department.

In conclusion, I would like to say a word on behalf of all
the slaughtered whales in Meg. Large megalodon sharks and
our modern whales battled each other throughout the world’s
oceans foraperiod of some 14 million years. The finalscore is:
whales 1,000,000 plus; megalodons 0.

Extinct, by Charles Wilson: published by St. Martin’s Paper-
backs, May 1997,310p.,$6.50.
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Meg.by Steve Alten; published by Doubleday . fuly 497 278
p.. hardback, $22.95,
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